Complications of long operations: a prospective study of morbidity associated with prolonged operative time (> 6 h).
Reconstructive surgical procedures often take a long time to perform and duration of surgery is frequently cited as a major risk factor for postoperative complications. Whether operative time is an independent risk factor is unknown, as patients undergoing long operations may have numerous other risk factors. From September 1996 to September 1997, we prospectively assessed those patients undergoing reconstructive surgery lasting 6 h or more. A total of 62 patients were studied and they were grouped into three categories: head and neck surgery (n = 23), breast reconstruction (n = 18) and upper and lower limb surgery (n = 21). Postoperative complications were recorded and the results of each group compared. Each of the three patient categories had a similar mean duration of surgery but there were large differences in postoperative morbidity between the three groups, e.g. within the head and neck group postoperative respiratory and wound complications occurred in 43% and 26% of patients, respectively. In the limb surgery group, however, only 5% of patients had respiratory complications and 5% had wound complications. Despite having similar duration of surgery the differences in postoperative complications between the three groups suggest that duration of surgery alone is not a major determinant of postoperative morbidity and that the type of surgery performed and the patient's general health are more important predictors of outcome.